Politics of gender exclusion
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HALF the population of the country stands not only disenfranchised, it has also been made powerless in the system of governance. Women`s right to property and their equal status in society though enshrined in the constitution have hardly been conceded. 
As a result, women have been largely deprived of landed property. Their participation in the electoral process, too, has suffered. The electoral system based on adult franchise evolved from the restricted right of suffrage which entailed property qualifications. In England, women got the right to vote only in 1929 but their subsequent rapid economic empowerment in society ensured their full participation in the political system.

In our case, though the right of adult suffrage has been bestowed on both genders, given the economic dependence of women, particularly those in the rural hinterland, their independence in electoral politics has suffered greatly.

By virtue of the law of inheritance, women should have owned more than 36 per cent of landed property but even if revenue records show that their name appears in the record of rights as owners, women are not given effective possession of the land. At present, they effectively own less than five per cent of landed property in the country.

They have been virtually excluded from the ownership of landed property which is one of biggest sources of production and social status in society, the others being industry, government jobs and private enterprise.

Under the Land Revenue Act 1967, revenue officials are bound to transfer the property of the deceased owner in public hearings within three months of his/her demise but decades pass and nothing is done because the property could also be shared by women legal heirs.

By this method, the landed aristocracy retains ownership of the land for male members of society, in flagrant violation of the law and constitution. Articles 34 and 35 of the constitution proclaim full participation of women in national life and the protection of marriage, family, women and children. Unfortunately, the national parliament and the provincial assemblies have failed to introduce effective legislation to implement the law of property vis-Ã -vis women and eliminate gender discrimination.

Instead, the feudal elite bestow `special rights` upon women: their special representation in parliament and the provincial assemblies is a case in point. These `special rights` serve only to disable women, going against the spirit of the constitution. Women need rights; they do not need charity.

In July 2000, the National Commission on the Status of Women was created at the federal level under the social welfare ministry but issues of governance stalk women more at a provincial than the federal level. Hardly any effective mechanism exists in the provinces to address gender discrimination and under-representation as well as implementation of property laws in letter and spirit.

Since the social welfare ministry is being transferred to the provinces after the abolition of the Concurrent List of the constitution, the future of the commission on the status of women appears uncertain.

As a result, there is a dire need for provincial legislation for establishing women equality commissions in the provinces with powers to suggest amendments in the law, rules and regulations affecting women and to call for records from different departments to ensure non-discrimination and protection to them in various fields of life.

Women encounter most of their problems in police, revenue, health, education, places of work, union councils and municipal administrations which are provincial subjects and related to governance. Unless the relevant authorities are sensitised about gender rights and women equality commissions are created signalling a departure from the past, a male-dominated civil bureaucracy and police, who are known to hardly care about the rights of people, will be loathe to come to the rescue of women.

The chief cause of crime against women and discrimination against the girl child is not only our traditional societal mores but the powerless economic status of women. Unless, they are empowered economically, women will continue to be harassed and discriminated against. For this, she needs an effective voice in governance at the provincial level.

The special representation, though beneficial at times, has not changed the fate of women in the country. During the proceedings of the parliamentary committee on the 18th Amendment, there was a proposal to make it mandatory for political parties to fix certain percentage of general seats for awarding party tickets to women, but it was shot down.

Politically, the disadvantageous position of woman has benefited the feudals and the forces of centralisation because women and the provinces have been fighting for the cause of autonomy for taking over charge of their affairs in a meaningful way. So it would only be logical that the provinces concede autonomy and power to the women to enhance their own stake.

It`s also a fact that draconian legislation against women was introduced by the centre or religious elements associated with the centre and not the provinces. The Hudood Ordinances are a glaring example. Provinces need to implement property laws and introduce fresh legislation for the protection of women after the 18th Amendment.

Excluding women has given rise to a society with a tunnel vision, one where there is no attempt to entertain a broad perspective of optimising society`s output. Moreover, no society or government merits being called humane or representative by excluding half the population from important socio-economic spheres.

The political system of the country is being run by powerful feudals and industrialists who are elected on the basis of their economic and social clout. When economic and social standing plays a key role in electoral politics, women and other weaker sections of society will always be at the receiving end unless empowered economically.
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